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(54) System for planning projects 

(57) A computer aided planning tool provides a plat- 
form having a process-based structure including vari- 
ous planning templates for a project linked to 
information stored in a relational database related to the 
task performed utilizing that particular template. The 
planning tool enables users to navigate from informa- 
tion available in various information galleries to process 
tools utilized to design the components of the project. 
The database comprises product catalog information 
and a library of additional information for targeted 
access. The information stored in the database is 
unmodifiable or customizable by designation of the 
entity which submits hat information by including the 



log-in name and unique password of that entity when 
the information is submitted. A particular page at a web 
site may be accessed based on information selected 
during utilization of a particular planning template to 
supplement database information, rather than requiring 
users to browse the web site for the relevant page. Addi- 
tionally, automated two-way e-mail over the Internet is 
provided to facilitate the acquisition of additional infor- 
mation which is then accessible by users and can be 
automatically imported for use in the planning tem- 
plates, including use in applications programs, such a 
spreadsheet for calculating costs for the project. 
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Description 

Field of the Invention 

[0001] The present invention relates to productivity 
tools and. more particularly, to computer aided design 
(CAD) productivity tools. Specifically, one embodiment 
of the invention provides a computer aided design tool 
for persons who plan and implement projects. 

Bac kgro un d pf the Invention 

[0002] Persons who design projects are required to 
know or learn a great deal of information about a project 
for which they are assigned the responsibility to design. 
After that information is possessed, various productivity 
tools are known for designing projects. These productiv- 
ity tools include various CAD tools which are commer- 
cially available for increasing design productivity. These 
productivity tools are generally provided for professional 
designers, such as architects and engineers. 
[0003] For example, some projects require an in-depth 
current knowledge and expertise about the project, 
such as the design of a radiotherapy department for a 
healthcare facility, which necessitates knowledge of 
applicable regulations regarding acceptable dosage lev- 
els to radiotherapy technicians, materials and equip- 
ment utilized in the construction of a radiotherapy 
department, available commercial products, costs, etc. 
The design can require a number of complicated calcu- 
lations, such as the thickness of the shielding that is 
needed to meet the regulations for radiation dosage lev- 
els received by technicians, and the thickness of the 
shielding depends upon the shielding material which in 
turn can depend upon the commercial availability of the 
material and trade-offs between the effectiveness of the 
material and the cost. This complicates the design proc- 
ess. Therefore, a need has existed for productivity tools 
for ♦ari^atinc; the design process and reducing the time 
io design a projeci, such as the radiotherapy depart- 
ment at a healthcare facility, as well as to enable a per- 
son to implement a project design through the purchase 
of products. 

[0004] A useful productivity tool for designing a radio- 
therapy department is known. This productivity tool is 
commercially available as the Radiotherapy Depart- 
ment Toolkit from Neoforma, Inc. located in Mountain 
View, California. This toolkit includes a software-based 
planning tool and product catalog for radiotherapy 
departments resident on a database to enable facility 
planning to be efficient and fast by streamlining the 
complicated tasks of designing ;. radiotherapy depart- 
ment and purchasing needed equipment. Advanta- 
geously, in addition to providing a tool for configuring a 
radiotherapy department, the Radiotherapy Department 
Toolkit enables persons designing a radiotherapy 
department to access product information for selecting 
equipment for the department from the product catalog 



database. Additionally, this toolkit incorporates a web 
browser to enable persons to visit the web sites of vari- 
ous manufacturers whose equipment is included in the 
product catalog database. The Radiotherapy Depart- 

5 ment Toolkit enables persons to select shielding mate- 
rial manufacturers, to review current regulations, to 
generate standardized physics reports, and to simplify 
the design of complex shield barriers by automating 
tedious calculations. Therefore, this toolkit has proved 

w to be a beneficial productivity tool for equipment plan- 
ners, architects, physicists, physicians, administrators, 
and regulators. 

[0005] Although the Radiotherapy Department Toolkit 
has various advantages, there are various limitations. 

15 Like CAD tools in the architectural and engineering 
fields that are limited to one aspect of a multi-faceted 
project, the Radiotherapy Department Toolkit is a spe- 
cialized tool for the design of a single department. For 
example, a radiotherapy department may be only one of 

20 various departments at a healthcare facility, such as a 
hospital that additionally has emergency and operating 
rooms, a maternity ward, an intensive care unit, patient 
care and physical therapy departments, etc. Further- 
more, the product catalog stored in the database of the 

25 Radiotherapy Department Toolkit is specialized, as are 
the other features, including calculation of shielding 
needs for radiotherapy equipment. Furthermore, the 
web browser of the Radiotherapy Department Toolkit 
simply enables persons to connect to the web sites of 

30 equipment manufacturers. Thereafter, persons must 
browse until the product information being sought is 
1 located at the web site. 

[0006] Therefore, a project planting tool platform is 
needed that provides an expandable infrastructure that 

35 can be adapted as needed to far-ranging project plan- 
ning applications. Such an adaptable productivity tool 
for planning a project must be flexible enough to accom- 
modate expansion, such as the addition of planning 
modules to design various needed aspects cf an overa!! 

-f -project, and yet be efficiently configured to enhance 
productivity. Known productivity tools for planning the 
design of a project do not provide the infrastructure for 
substantially open-ended expansion and yet possess a 
level of integration and associational linkages, such as 

45 linkages and cross-linkages to and within a database 
and/or applications programs, such as spreadsheets, to 
serve as a platform for an efficient planning tool. There- 
fore, known productivity tools are inherently limited and 
constitute no more than special -purpose application 

50 programs that are not structured to be configured for 
other applications. At the same time, however, the 
project planning tool must also enable a person to 
implement the design for a project at the equipment 
level. 

55 

Summary of the Invention 

[0007] One embodiment of the present invention pro- 



3 



EP 0 895 171 A2 



4 



vides an infrastructure for an efficient project planning 
tool as a platform for a planning tool for planning and 
implementing a project. The platform provided by the 
project planning tool can be tailored to any project plan- 
ning application, from designing, outfitting, and deter- 5 
mining the cost of a building project to planning an 
entire healthcare facility instead of a single department. 
[0008] The computer aided planning tool in accord- 
ance with the invention provides a platform having a 
process-based structure. The process-based structure w 
comprises various planning templates linked to informa- 
tion stored in a relational database related to the task 
performed utilizing that particular template in connec- 
tion with the project being planned. The computer aided 
planning tool enables users to navigate from informa- rs 
tion available in various information galleries to process 
tools utilized to design the components of the project. 
The database comprises product catalog information 
and a library of additional information for targeted 
access. The information stored in the database is 20 
unmodifiable or customizable by designation of the 
entity which submits that information by including the 
log-in name and unique password of that entity when 
the information is submitted. For example, product ven- 
dors can designate their information unmodifiable and 25 
distribute their own files of information to users directly. 
Database information can be supplemented by enabling 
users to connect to web sites over the Internet, and in 
accordance with the invention a particular page at a 
web site may be accessed based on information 30 
selected during utilization of a particular planning tem- 
plate, rather than requiring users to browse the web site 
for the relevant page. Additionally, automated two-way 
e-mail over the Internet is provided to facilitate the 
acquisition of supplemental information which is then 35 
accessible by users and can be automatically imported 
for use in the planning templates, including use in appli- 
cations programs, such as spreadsheets for calculating 
cos** for the project. 

[COCO] Aj a result, the computer aided planning tool in . <o 
accordance with the invention enables users to readily 
select processes applicable to planning projects for 
which they have been assigned responsibility and to 
efficiently navigate within planning templates and 
access product and library information that enables 45 
projects to be implemented. This significantly enhances 
user productivity. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

50 

[001 0] The above and other objectives and features 
and the concomitant advantages of the present inven- 
tion will be better understood and appreciated by those 
skilled in the art in view of the description of the pre- 
ferred embodiments given below in conjunctio. . ..it- the 55 
accompanying drawings. In the drawings: 

Fig. 1 illustrates one embodiment of the computer 



aided planning tool in accordance with the inven- 
tion; and 

Figs. 2-21 illustrate various screens that are dis- 
played by the computer aided planning tool shown 
in Fig. 1 as a project is being planned. 

Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiments 

[0011] The computer aided planning toot in accord- 
ance with the various embodiments of the invention is 
executed on a computer 12, as shown in Fig. 1. The 
computer aided planning tool in accordance with one 
embodiment of the invention is preferably a 32-bit CAD 
application compatible with a Microsoft Windows 95 or 
Microsoft NT 3.51 or later operating system available 
from Microsoft, Inc. located in Redmond, Washington. 
The computer 12 comprises a minimum of 16 MB of 
random access memory (RAM) and preferably includes 
24 MB of RAM. The computer 12 also comprises a hard 
disk drive having 40 MB of free storage space available. 
The computer is also provided with an Internet connec- 
tion, such as a modern, for connection to web sites of 
other entities and exchange of e-mail. 
[0012] In an alternative embodiment, the computer 
aided planning tool can be available by connecting to 
the web site of the supplier of the computer aided plan- 
ning tool. The computer aided planning tool can be 
ported to the web and executed on a web server. There- 
fore, the requirements for the computer 12 would be 
reduced. 

[0013] Means for displaying information preferably in 
the form of a monitor 14 connected to computer 12 is 
also provided. The monitor 14 can be a 640 x 480. 8-bit 
(256 colors) VGA monitor and is preferably an 800 x 
600, 24-bit (16 million colors) SVGA monitor. The com- 
puter 12 is also preferably connected to a CD-ROM 
drive 16. As shown in Fig. 1 , a mouse 18 is provided for 
mouse-driven navigation between design processes 
comprising the computer aided planning tool., such as 
navigation from room to room within one of a plurality of 
department planning templates, for example, a radio- 
therapy department for a healthcare facility. The mouse 
18 also enables persons utilizing the computer aided 
planning tool (referred to hereafter as "users") to review 
and select products and services (collectively referred 
to hereafter as 'products") available from various ven- 
dors from a plurality of different categories of products 
for implementing a project, such as radiotherapy equip- 
ment for the radiotherapy department of a healthcare 
facility that is being planned. 

[0014] The computer aided planning tool preferably 
provides three-dimensional visualization of images on 
monitor 1 4, such as an entire radiotherapy department 
for a healthcare facility and the individual rooms in the 
radiotherapy department being planned. The computer 
aided planning tool also comprises a relational data- 
base having an easy-to-use graphical interface, so that 
stored product information can be accessed. Three- 
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dimensional visualizations are also preferably provided 
for specific implementing products. The three-dimen- 
sional visualizations of implementing products are 
linked to screens displayed by the computer aided plan- 
ning tool on monitor 14 featuring product specifications, 5 
drawings, and manufacturer details. All product screens 
are interrelated for easy navigation between views so 
users can learn more about the product, vendor, and 
how to contact the vendor, which are available to users 
at the click of mouse 18. 10 
[0015] The computer aided planning tool also com- 
prises functional modules linked to the information dis- 
playable in a planning template and other screens. For 
example, a spreadsheet application executed in the 
background can process information related to the is 
project design and use product information accessed 
from the product catalog stored in the relational data- 
base to generate items in a table for determining the 
cost of various implementing components of a design, 
as well as the overall cost of the project design. For 20 
example, a shielding functional feature for planning a 
healthcare facility can automate the complicated calcu- 
lation of shielding barriers for a radiotherapy depart- 
ment to facilitate the design process for the radiotherapy 
department for a healthcare facility. 25 
[0016] The computer aided planning tool in accord- 
ance with the various embodiments of the invention 
comprises a Wend of software tools consisting of code 
executed by a computer, such as computer 12 or a web 
server connected with computer 12, and a relational 30 
database accessible by the computer. The software 
tools can be encoded on a CD-ROM and downloaded 
into the computer to execute the computer aided plan- 
ning routine in accordance with the invention. Data can 
also be initially provided on a CD-ROM and updated by 35 
providing revised data on another CD-ROM or by allow- 
ing data to be downloaded over the Internet as the need 
for updating the data arises. In one exemplary imple- 
) ™?ntation to be described in more detail below, the data 
stored or. the CD-ROM can provide a library, or catalog *o 
of information related to healthcare for use in planning a 
healthcare facility, such as products available from vari- 
ous vendors of products to the healthcare industry. 
Additionally, the computer aided planning tool in accord- 
ance with the invention provides access to the Internet 45 
so that a web site can be browsed for information 
related to the project that the computer aided planning 
tool in accordance with the invention is being utilized to 
plan. The browser software is integrated into the soft- 
ware planning tool in accordance with the invention in a so 
seamless fashion so that access to web sites of interest 
can be effected at various times while a project is being 
planned. In one exemplary implementation to be 
described in more detail below, web sites of various 
vendors of products to the healthcare industry are ss 
accessible by the computer aided planning tool in 
accordance with the invention by clicking mouse 18 on 
an entity name or logo for obtaining additional informa- 



tion relating to planning a healthcare facility, such as 
supplemental information about products available from 
various vendors of products to the healthcare industry. 
The integration of various sources of data for access is 
a salient feature of the computer aided planning tool in 
accordance with the invention. 
[0017] Furthermore, the integration of a local data- 
base of product information with Internet access to the 
web sites of product vendors provided by the computer 
aided planning tool in accordance with the invention 
affords a targeted, reliable, easy, and timesaving 
approach to selection of products needed for the project 
being planned. This is based on a two-tiered approach. 
The first tier is that the database provided by the com- 
puter aided planning tool provides a general product 
catalog, but access to that general product catalog is 
based on the particular selection from among the set of 
targeted processes that has been selected and using 
one of various planning templates comprising the com- 
puter aided planning tool. Based on the particular plan- 
ning template that is selected, knowledge-based access 
is provided to limit the portions of the database, that is. 
to limit the portions of the general product catalog, that 
are accessible for product information. The particular 
portions of the database that are accessible are limited 
to the particular targeted planning process that has 
been selected, which means that unlike the prior art, the 
entire general product catalog in the local database 
does not have to be browsed for applicable product 
information. Moreover, the information stored in the par- 
ticular portions of the relational database becomes 
immediately accessible in the context of the process 
within the planning template, which obviates the need 
for users to browse for the information. 
[001 8] The general product catalog can be updated by 
providing revised data on another CD-ROM or prefera- 
bly by allowing data to be downloaded over the Internet 
as the need for updating the data arises. For example, 
an updated CD-ROM can be created by downloading 
general product information fronrproduct vendors and 
providing the updated product information to users of 
the computer aided planning tool in accordance with the 
invention. Preferably, however, the general product cat- 
alog is updated by users directly downloading general 
product catalog information over the Internet. In any 
event, the general product catalog stored in the data- 
base accessible by the computer aided planning tool in 
accordance with the invention is preferably maintained 
by the product vendors. Therefore, the responsibility for 
providing the data to update the general product catalog 
resides with the vendors whose products appear in the 
database. 

[001 9] In this regard, each vendor is assigned a log-in 
name and a unique password by the supplier of the 
computer aided planning tool in accordance with the 
invention. The unique password enables the product 
vendor to access the portion of the archival database 
maintained by the supplier of the computer aided plan- 
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ning tool in accordance with the invention dedicated to 
the particular products of that product vendor included 
in the general product catalog. Access is preferably pro- 
vided over the Internet. This enables product vendors to 
update information regarding their products that appear 
in the general product catalog as the need arises for 
updating that information, such as discontinuing a prod- 
uct, adding a new product to a product line, etc. One 
advantage of the computer aided planning tool in 
accordance with the invention is that the responsibility 
for updating general product information preferably 
resides with the set of product vendors, so that the best 
interests of the product vendors are served by their dili- 
gently updating their general product information as 
business circumstances dictate. This can be easily and 
quickly accomplished by downloading data over the 
Internet with the assurance that the integrity of the gen- 
eral product catalog can be maintained by the assign- 
ment of unique passwords. This also reduces the 
burden of database maintenance on the supplier of the 
computer aided planning tool in accordance with the 
invention. 

[0020] One embodiment of the computer aided plan- 
ning tool in accordance with the invention provides a set 
of targeted processes. In one exemplary implementa- 
tion to be described in more detail below, the target 
processes relate to planning a healthcare facility, such 
as selecting the departments that will comprise the 
healthcare facility, architecting the physical layout of the 
facility including the various rooms from operating 
rooms to patient rooms to waiting rooms, selecting 
actual equipment to deploy in the architected rooms, 
such as medical equipment, furniture, and even decora- 
tions, and other products available from various vendors 
of products to the healthcare industry. The targeted 
processes are frilly enabled by the computer aided plan- 
ning tool in accordance with the invention. A relational 
database is provided for providing information needed 
in ths planning process. Access to applicable informa- 
iiuri otured in the database is determined by *.h& partic- 
ular targeted process that is selected. A spreadsheet is 
executed in the background for performing calculations 
needed in the planning process. In one exemplary 
implementation to be described in more detail below, 
the spreadsheet application software can compute 
costs for the healthcare facility being planned, such as 
cost information depending upon the materials, equip- 
ment, accessories, and other costs involved in con- 
structing and furnishing a healthcare facility. A suite of 
conventional software application tools can be provided 
to enable planning, such as architectural application 
software. 

[0021] In order to implement the targeted processes 
provided by the computer aided planning tool in accord- 
ance with the invention, a process-based graphic user 
interface (GUI) is provided. The process-based inter- 
face comprises a menu of available selections corre- 
sponding to the targeted processes that are provided by 



the computer aided planning tool in accordance with the 
invention. Additionally, the GUI of the computer aided 
planning tool in accordance with the invention is intui- 
tive, and a sufficient number of help screens are pro- 

5 vided that the need for hardcopy documentation in the 
form of a user manual is obviated. 
[0022] Preferably, each of the targeted planning proc- 
esses is connected to a portion of the general product 
catalog stored in the database related to that planning 

io process, so that the general product catalog provides 
the backbone of the computer aided planning tool in 
accordance with the invention. This enables users of the 
computer aided planning tool in accordance with the 
invention to migrate easily from a targeted planning 

15 process directly to specific product information, which 
substantially reduces the time needed to fully plan a 
project and obtain concrete information, such as cost 
information, for project implementation. Tables gener- 
ated by users including the results of any calculations 

20 performed by the spreadsheet can be utilized to gener- 
ate an order report utilizing the reporting features of the 
computer aided planning tool. 

[0023] The computer aided planning tool in accord- 
ance with the invention provides a specialized design 

25 tool integrated with the product database backbone. 
The computer aided planning tool is also integrated with 
community provided information in a library database 
for enabling entities provided with the computer aided 
planning tool to design and implement a project includ- 

30 ing complicated technical aspects of the project. In one 
embodiment of the invention, the library information 
stored in the database comprises information which can 
only be modified by the entity which has submitted the 
information and, alternatively, the information can be 

35 customizable. Typically, product information submitted 
by vendors is submitted with the log-in name and 
unique password of the vendor so that users cannot 
modify the information. An entity which submits library 
information can also include its log-in name and unique 

40 - password with library information to render that informa- 
tion unmodifiaWe. Otherwise, information in the data- 
base can be imported by users and modified. Enabling 
product and library information to be designated as 
unmodifiable can better assure the integrity of the data- 

45 base. 

[0024] The computer aided planning tool preferably 
includes integrated spreadsheet applications software 
integrated with the computer aided planning tool, which 
is linked to predetermined selections from the planning 

so templates and executes in the background for calculat- 
ing the quantity and cost of components needed to 
implement a project For example, the spreadsheet 
applications software can be configured to calculate the 
amount of shielding material based on a selected type 

55 of material using conventional equations for determin- 
ing the amount of a material based on the shielding 
properties of the particular material and then calculates 
the associated cost of utilizing that material in a radio!- 
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ogy department of a healthcare facility. The spread- 
sheet is integrated with the database and linked by 
selection of the planning template to product informa- 
tion and library information to import the information 
needed to perform the needed calculations to deter- 
mine quantity and cost which are then displayed. Prefer- 
ably, the computer aided planning tool displays the 
particular product, together with the quantity and cost, 
in tabular form. Therefore, complicated aspects of plan- 
ning a project are processed in the background by the 
computer aided planning tool, so that complicated pro- 
cedures connected with a selected planning template 
and various procedures that require expert knowledge 
are performed in the background simply through the 
selection of a template and straightforward selection of 
available components, such as products available to 
implement those components. This facilitates planning 
a project, particularly a complicated project that may 
require expert knowledge in a particular field. Advanta- 
geously, even an expert in the particular field is able to 
save a great deal of time, since tedious calculations are 
performed automatically by the computer aided plan- 
ning tool. 

[0025] The library of information stored in the data- 
base is also preferably updatabte through connection 
over the Internet to the web site of the entity which pub- 
lished the information. The library of information com- 
prises submittals of information by the universe, or 
community, of entities which are provided with the com- 
puter aided planning tool. Any person who has author- 
ized access to the computer aided planning tool at an 
entity provided with the computer aided planning tool 
can author and submit information for access by the 
entire community of entities which also are provided 
with the computer aided planning tool and users at 
those entities. Any such entity or person who desires to 
author information for inclusion in the library can add the 
information to the web site of the entity where the infor- 
mation is authored and/or can submit the information to 
lh6 bupplier of the computer aided planning toe!. The 
submitted information is published through the library 
available to entities provided with the computer aided 
planning tool. The information published by the supplier 
of the computer aided planning tool and/or not submit- 
ted but simply accessible through browsing the web site 
of the entity at which the information was authored ena- 
bles direct access by users of the computer aided plan- 
ning tool. Preferably, the computer aided planning tool 
includes linkages to the addresses of the web sites of 
entities which publish in the subject areas related to the 
selected planning template as part of the relational 
database, so that users can easily determine the web 
site addresses which they can browse if they desire to 
seek additional information. The interests of all are 
served by the submission of information for publication 
in the library. 

[0026] For example, one group of entities provided 
with the computer aided planning tool is, of course, per- 



sons who desire to plan a project, such as a healthcare 
facility. It is important that those persons are informed 
regarding any applicable regulatory requirements for 
the project, such as the maximum level of exposure to 

5 radiation that is permitted to technicians who work in a 
radiation therapy or radiology department at a health- 
care facility. Moreover, these persons are also well- 
served to learn from the experience of other entities 
which have implemented a similar project and to also 

w determine whether or not an industry or trade associa- 
tion or other professional group has published guide- 
lines or standards that facilitate the implementation of a 
project, such as guidelines by the American Medical 
Association for equipping a hospital emergency room or 

/5 intensive care unit. Moreover, some entities may volun- 
tarily publish information about a project that may be 
invaluable to another entity planning a project at a later 
time and the prestige that can attach to the publishing 
entity when other entities re-use part or all of an imple- 

20 mentation developed by the publishing entity, such as 
one healthcare planner implementing an intensive care 
unit based on the implementation of such a department 
submitted by Stanford University Hospital. 
[0027] Another group of entities provided with the 

25 computer aided planning tool and well-served by sub- 
mission and publication of information is any govern- 
mental agencies which oversee regulation of the 
implemented project, such as a healthcare facility. The 
fact that there are regulations regarding an implementa- 

30 tion that incorporates regulated equipment, such as 
radiation equipment in a healthcare facility, has been 
mentioned earlier. Other regulations may also apply to a 
project being planned, such as building codes that apply 
to a healthcare facility. Government agencies and other 

35 regulatory or oversight agencies can easily and effec- 
tively disseminate needed information by submitting the 
information to the provider of the computer aided plan- 
ning tool for publication or having that information avail- 
able at their web site for access by users of the 

40 - computer aided planning tool. 

[0028] An additional group of entities provided with the 
computer aided planning tool and well-served by sub- 
mission and publication of information is professional 
consultants who specialize in the planning and/or imple- 

45 mentation of various aspects of the given type of project 
and who are available to be retained by the entity 
accessing the library for information, for example, a hos- 
pital architectural firm which could be retained to render 
actual plans for construction of a hospital. The library 

so accessible by the computer aided planning tool provides 
a vehicle for a professional consultant to publicize 
expertise and prior experience by having that informa- 
tion available at the web site of the consultant for access 
by users of the computer aided planning tool. 

55 [0029] As a further and quite obvious example, a 
group of entities provided with the computer aided plan- 
ning tool and motivated to submit information for publi- 
cation is vendors of products for actual implementation 
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of the various components of the project that is the sub- 
ject of the planning. The library accessible by the com- 
puter aided planning tool provides a mechanism for a 
product vendor to publicize important product develop- 
ment and product announcements, such as the devel- 
opment of new oncology equipment for the radiotherapy 
department at a healthcare facility, by having that infor- 
mation available at its web site for access by users of 
the computer aided planning tool. 
[0030] The groups of entities that would publish in the 
library accessible through the computer aided planning 
tool in accordance with the invention vary from one type 
of project being planned to another. Therefore, there is 
no limit to the community of entities which are provided 
with the computer aided planning tool and persons at 
those entities who would author and submit information. 
[0031] Considered in more detail, the product data- 
base stores product information. The product informa- 
tion comprises graphic and/or text information relating 
to products. The product graphics and/or text for the var- 
ious product information stored in the database is pref- 
erably provided and updated as needed (i.e., 
maintained) by the respective vendors of those prod- 
ucts. Similarly, the library information comprises graph- 
ics and/or text information relating to products or other 
aspects of a project. The graphics and/or text for the 
various library information stored in the database is also 
preferably provided and updated as needed (i.e., main- 
tained) by the entities of the community which submit 
that information for publication. The computer aided 
planning tool displays this graphic and/or text when a 
planning template is active and the product is selected 
for implementing a component of the project being 
planned. 

[0032] When a particular component is selected within 
a planning template, one embodiment of the computer 
aided planning tool in accordance with the invention 
enables additional information relating to that compo- 
nent, such as a product, to be obtained, that is. the com- 
puter aided planning tool -provides s mechanism ~tc 
obtain information to supplement product information 
stored in the database. The additional information is 
obtained by selecting a specific product, for example, by 
clicking mouse 18 on a product listed on a screen dis- 
playing one or more products of a vendor. In response 
to selection of the specific product, the computer aided 
planning tod connects over the Internet to the vendor 
and directly accesses the page at the web site of the 
vendor where the additional information about that par- 
ticular product appears. This obviates the need for 
users of the computer aided planning tool to browse the 
web sites of vendors for additional product information 
when specific products have been selected. 
[0033] In another embodiment, the additional informa- 
tion is obtained by a two-way e-mail exchange between 
the computer aided planning tool and the vendor of the 
selected implementing product or entity which authored 
the library information. To facilitate the exchange of e- 



mail. the computer aided planning tool preferably pro- 
vides check boxes within the planning template, which 
can be selected to request a quote or supplemental 
information or references relating to a product. If a 

5 check box is not selected, the request is preferably 
defaulted to a request for supplemental information 
relating to the product. In response to selection of a 
check box, the computer aided planning tool preferably 
automatically assembles a pre-formatted e-mail mes- 

w sage by the computer aided planning tool to the e-mail 
address of the vendor or publishing entity stored in the 
database together with the product or library informa- 
tion. The assembled request message contains: an 
identification of the product or publication about which 

15 supplemental information is requested, the e-mail 
address of the vendor or product entity to which the 
query is to be sent as well as the e-mail address of the 
computer aided planning tool which sends the request, 
and a pre-formatted text message dependent upon the 

20 selected check box. such as "Please reply with pricing 
information for the product identified in the subject of 
this message" or "Please reply with all available product 
information respecting the product identified in the sub- 
ject of this message." Preferably, the computer aided 

25 planning tool enables customized notes to be appended 
to the pre-formatted text, for example "Please also 
specify earliest delivery date and method of shipment." 
If the vendor or publishing entity does not have a current 
e-mail address, the assembled e-mail request prefera- 

30 bly additionally incorporates the facsimile transmission 
number of the requesting entity, and the e-mail address 
is preferably defaulted to the e-mail address of the sup- 
plier of the computer aided planning tool. Upon receipt 
of the e-mail message with the default e-mail address 

35 by the supplier of the computer aided planning tool, the 
supplier can convert the e-mail message to a facsimile 
transmission and send the facsimile transmission to the 
vendor or publishing entity with a request to reply by fac- 
simile transmission to the telephone number of the com- 

40 outer aided planning tool which sent the request. For 
example, if additional information is desired about a 
large number of products needed for implementation of 
a project being planned, an e-mail message is assem- 
bled for each product as to which additional information 

45 is sought and sent to each of the product vendors, 
which may result in a substantial volume of e-mail mes- 
sages being sent to product vendors by the computer 
aided planning tool. 

[0034] If the vendor or publishing entity to which the 
50 request is addressed also possesses e-mail capability, 
a pre-formatted reply is assembled. The assembled 
reply message contains: an identification of the product 
or publication about which supplemental information 
was requested, the e-mail address of the computer 
55 aided planning tool which sent the request as well as 
the e-mail address of the vendor or publishing entity 
which sends the reply, and a pre-formatted text mes- 
sage dependent upon the selected check box. such as 
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"The price of the product identified in the subject of this 
message is or "Supplemental product information 
respecting the product identified in the subject of this 
message is...." Preferably, the reply can also include a 
separate section for reply to any customized note 5 
appended to the pre-formatted text, for example, "The 
earliest delivery date is ... and method of shipment is by 
overland freight." 

[0035] Two-way e-mail over the Internet provides sig- 
nificant advantages. One advantage is that e-mail 10 
affords an effective mechanism for communicating 
product and published information. Another advantage 
is that e-mail obviates the need to interrupt the planning 
process to telephone or draft a letter request for supple- 
mental information. E-mail is particularly convenient 15 
when the vendor or publishing entity is located In 
another time zone or another country Consequently 
international products and published library information 
from abroad can more logically be included in the data- 
base. Therefore, the computer aided planning tool has 20 
global geographical application. 
[0036] Also, a preferred embodiment of the computer 
aided planning tool in accordance with the invention 
automatically processes replies by vendors and publish- 
ing entities to e-mail requests. Users route e-mail 25 
replies to an e-mail queue when the e-mail application 
of the computer on which the computer aided planning 
tool executes is active. When the computer aided plan- 
ning tool is thereafter executed, the e-mail replies in the 
e-mail queue are automatically parsed, and the pre-for- 30 
matted replies are disassembled and the supplemental 
information is de-embedded and entered in the tables of 
the planning templates that existed at the time when the 
check boxes of those templates were checked to gener- 
ate the corresponding requests. The format of the de- 35 
embedded information is compatible with the other 
information contained in the tables that have been gen- 
erated within the planning template. This provides a 
very powerful and automated mechanism for inclusion 
of supplemental information for plarnir.g a project and <o 
implementing components of that project. This supple- 
mental information is also processed by any spread- 
sheet application program executing in the background 
to perform calculations, such as the total cost of imple- 
menting a project. 45 
[0037] One implementation of the computer aided 
planning tool in accordance with the invention will now 
be described. It is to be understood that the implemen- 
tation to be described is by way of example and not by 
way of limitation. The features of the computer aided so 
planning tool in accordance with the invention apply 
generally to planning a project and are not restricted in 
any manner to the specific implementation to be 
described below. Other exemplary potential implemen- 
tations will be mentioned following a detailed descrip- 55 
tion of the one exemplary implementation. 
[0038] One exemplary implementation provides a 
computer aided planning tool for healthcare. In one 
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implementation, for example, the computer aided plan- 
ning tool can be a healthcare facility planning tool. 
[0039] The computer aided planning tool comprises a 
relational database comprising product information from 
vendors. The database also comprises a library com- 
prising worldwide regulatory agency regulations and 
other information, such as files generated by record- 
and-verify systems like VARiS, which can be accessed 
from the library stored in the database. Also, the library 
can store information relating to architectural solutions 
that present a sampling of architectural drawings and 
graphics of architectural design implementations from 
around the world for evaluation by an architect involved 
in a planning project for a healthcare facility. The com- 
puter aided planning tool in accordance with one imple- 
mentation of the invention can include a spreadsheet 
application, such as Lotus 1-2-3 available from Lotus 
Development Corporation, which is pre-configured to 
perform various calculations within a selected planning 
template such as the cost of a project being planned. A 
spreadsheet can be also be configured to calculate 
shielding in connection with a process which comprises 
designing a radiotherapy department. Automated 
shielding calculations are provided by the known Radio- 
therapy Toolkit and therefore do not in and of them- 
selves constitute the present invention. Products 
available from vendors, such as commercially available 
doors ad wall assemblies, can be selected, and param- 
eters included in the information relating to those imple- 
menting components stored in the product database are 
called by the spreadsheet and used in the calculations 
performed by the spreadsheet. Regulatory agency 
defaults can also be used in the spreadsheet calcula- 
tions. 

[0040] The computer aided planning tool, which com- 
prises a program or set of coded instructions which is 
executed by computer 1 2 or a web server to which com- 
puter 12 is connected, will now be described in detail 
with reference to Figs. 2^21 . Pig. 2 illustrates an opening 
screen, which can be referred to as the process scrosn, 
that is displayed by monitor 14 when the computer 
aided planning tool is opened or accessed. In the event 
that the computer aided planning tool is executed by a 
web server connected to computer 12, the process 
screen can be denoted as the "Home Pager as indi- 
cated at the lower right hand corner of Fig. 2. 
[0041] The process screen shown in Fig. 2 is the 
screen in which the interface to the various processes 
throughout the computer aided planning tool is defined. 
Generally, the computer aided planning tool comprises 
many different screens associated, or linked, in many 
ways. Each screen is treated as a unique object, which 
enables screens to be bundled through linkages in dif- 
ferent orders to create different modules. The process- 
based platform provided by the computer aided plan- 
ning tool provides navigation through a variety of tools 
and a variety of screens of information accessed from 
the associated relational database, and the process- 
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based interface facilitates navigation. The user can 
select next and previous buttons, move a slider to jump 
ahead and behind, and select specific icons. Ali icons 
are defined on the process screen, and the user can 
jump to the process screen multiple ways. The pointer 
can be positioned on an icon to cause the definition of 
that icon to appear. There are many ways for the user to 
jump around as well as to be guided through a process, 
unlike web interfaces which are random interfaces that 
are not for designed for a particular process, such as 
found in the known Radiotherapy Department Toolkit. A 
selected process of the computer aided planning tool 
guides the user through steps of that particular process 
as a part of process. 

[0042] The process-based interface of the process 
screen shown in Fig. 2 enables the user to build a proc- 
ess based on a set of menu commands. The process- 
based interface of the computer aided planning tool 
enables the user to focus on a selected process to plan 
and implement a project. In contrast, the known Radio- 
therapy Department Toolkit lacks the guided, directed, 
and customizable tour of screens, for example, approxi- 
mately 45 to 60 screens, of which only a portion, for 
example, 20 screens, are pertinent to any particular 
user, that is provided by the computer aided planning 
tool. 

[0043] The processes which are listed on the process 
screen shown in Fig. 2 are user definable so that the 
processes can be configured on a profession-specific 
basis, such as processes fa planning an entire health- 
care facility. Furthermore, a hospital administrator is 
likely to utilize different processes that an architect or a 
physicist. Consequently, the process-based interface 
can be redesigned. The resulting process screen is also 
a file which can be rendered unmodifiable, display-only 
information. This provides a flexible process-based plat- 
form for the computer aided planning tool. 
[0044] The process screen shown in Fig. 2 enables a 
user to position the mouse pointer to highlight nne of the 
identified processes under "Select a process..." on the 
right hand side of the screen and view a description of 
that process below. Moreover, the features of the high- 
lighted process appear on the left hand side of the 
screen. In the exemplary implementation of the compu- 
ter aided planning tool for planning a healthcare facility, 
the process screen can include the processes "Edit a 
department or room template," Expfore Neoforma 
Healthcare," "Linac Shielding - New Construction," 
"Unac Shielding - Retrofit," "Plan a new room or depart- 
ment," and "Select a product," for example. The user 
can define other processes or delete one or more of the 
process selections listed on the process screen shown 
in Fig. 2 to provide a process-based interface that can 
be customized at the home page level. 
[0045] The processes can vary in complexity. In this 
regard, "Plan a new room or department" is a compre- 
hensive process tool for planning and implementing 
departments and individual rooms of a healthcare facil- 



ity and "Linac Shielding - New Construction" is a spe- 
cialized process tool for designing and implementing 
shielding for a radiotherapy room at a healthcare facility. 
On the other hand, "Select a product" is a streamlined 
5 process for identifying products for implementation of a 
component of a project. 

[0046] Clicking mouse 18 on the highlighted process 
on which the pointer is positioned selects the identified 
process. As shown in Fig. 2, the highlighted process is 

w "Explore Neoforma Healthcare." This can be desig- 
nated as the default process and provides access to 
various screen galleries for the user to browse. Clicking 
mouse 1 8 causes "Explore Neoforma Healthcare" to be 
selected. This process enables the user to simply 

15 access and view screens contained in various screen 
galleries associated with the features on the left hand 
side of the process screen shown in Fig. 2. This process 
allows the user to navigate through screen galleries, 
rather than the screen galleries being tied to one of the 

20 other processes listed in the process screen and thus 
browse the program in overview fashion. The screen 
galleries comprise the following galleries. 
[0047] A department galley enables a user to view the 
overall scope of one component of a planning project. 

25 The screens contained in the department gallery pro- 
vide the user a bird's-eye view of an entire department, 
such as a radiotherapy department. For example, Fig. 3 
illustrates such a department gallery screen accessed 
through the "Explore Neoforma Healthcare" process 

30 and displayed on monitor 14. The department gallery 
screen shown in Fig. 3 lists available room choices in 
the lower right portion of the screen which are linked to 
detailed descriptions and requirements of each room. 
The process from which the screen is entered, that is, 

35 "Explore Neoforma Healthcare," appears at the upper 
left hand corner of the screen shown in Fig. 3, while the 
screen being viewed by the user is identified in the lower 
right hand corner ("Department Gallery"). The depart- 
.. men* gallery enables easy, mouse-driven navigation 

40- from room to room within the department. The depart- 
ment gallery provides three-dimensional department 
visualization as shown in Fig. 3, as well as specific infor- 
mation regarding the location and relationship of rooms 
for design optimization and implementation. 

45 [0048] As shown in the upper left portion of Fig. 3, the 
screen was submitted by a product vendor. The infor- 
mation contained in the screen is therefore identifiable 
with a specific source and is unmodifiable, display-only 
information. 

so [0049] A rooms gallery is enabled by the user select- 
ing any room from the department gallery. The rooms 
gallery enables the user to access inform? 4 : :~ stored in 
the relational database that provides a<~ in-depth 
description of the equipment recommended for that 

55 room. The screens contained in the rooms gallery dis- 
plays only product information relevant to the selected 
room, so that the product selection and evaluation proc- 
ess is focused. The screens contained in the rooms gal- 
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lery also present product categories sorted in logical, 
functional, and room-determined groupings. 
[0050] A products gallery is enabled when the user 
selects any product category either by clicking the 
mouse on the three<Jimensional representation of the s 
category or by choosing from the categories listing. The 
screens contained in the products gallery display list- 
ings of vendors and their products. The products gallery 
provides detailed descriptive information submitted by 
the vendor of the product for each of the listed products. 
The screens contained in the products gallery also ena- 
ble the user to review product highlights and choose 
vendors for further evaluation. The products gallery pro- 
vides all of the relevant information needed for full eval- 
uation of a product family or specific product for 
implementation of a component of the project being 
planned and potential purchase by the user. The 
screens contained in the products gallery provide 
detailed descriptions, features, benefits, and specifica- 
tions relating to the products. The screens contained in 
the products gallery also preferably provide precise 
product drawings, photos, and/or graphics so that the 
user can gain an accurate understanding of the product. 
The products gallery also preferably directs the user to 
the product vendor and provides contact information for 
the vendor by the user clicking mouse 18 on the vendor 
logo or name. 

[0051] A company information gallery enables the 
vendor to promote its products to the user. The com- 
pany information gallery contains screens that include 
corporate profile or background information, awarded 
certifications, and listings of the international markets in 
which the vendor is active. The company information 
gallery links to the products gallery screens for all prod- 
ucts that the vendor has listed in the product catalog 
stored in the database. The screens contained in the 
company information gallery provide information 
regarding how the user can directly contact the vendor. 
[0052] Unlike other processes listed on the process 
screen, the process invoked by selection s* "Explore 
Neoforma Healthcare" is a substantially unguided proc- 
ess. This process also enables the user to browse tools 
available in connection with other listed processes, as 
well. 

[0053] A streamlined process selectable from the 
process screen shown in Fig. 2 is "Select a product." 
The user first positions the pointer on "Select a product" 
to highlight that process, as shown in Fig. 4, and clicks 
mouse 18 to select that process. Selection of the prod- 
uct selection process causes the computer aided plan- 
ning tool to access the company information gallery and 
display a screen, such as the pr;duct vendor screen 
shown in Fig. 5, which lists various products available 
from that vendor in the lower left portion of the screen. 
The user next performs the task of selecting a product 
by pointing to a desired product and clicking mouse 18. 
The computer aided planning tool user then accesses 
the product catalog in the database and accesses the 



product gallery linked to the screen in the company 
information gallery shown in Fig. 5. This causes a 
screen in the product gallery, such as the screen shown 
in Fig. 6, to be displayed from which the user can com- 
plete the task of implementing a component of the 
project, for example, designation of the treatment couch 
shown in Fig. 6 for a radiotherapy department of a 
healthcare facility. 

[0054] "Linac Shielding - Retrofit" and "Linac Shielding 
- New Construction" are examples of more complicated 
processes selectable from the process screen shown in 
Fig. 2. The user first positions the pointer on "Linac 
Shielding • New Construction" to highlight that process, 
as shown in Fig. 7, and clicks mouse 18 to select that 
process. Alternatively, the user can position the pointer 
on "Linac Shielding - Retrofit" to highlight that process, 
as shown in Fig. 7, and clicks mouse 18 to select that 
process. There are slight differences between these two 
processes, but a majority of the screens utilized by 
these two processes are substantially, similar. That is. 
the processes are both linked to shielding screens. 
[0055] For example, selection of the linac shielding 
process for new construction causes the computer 
aided planning tool to access product information stored 
in the database for all products in the healthcare indus- 
try related to a linear accelerator room, bound intricately 
into the process of designing a linear accelerator room, 
and to jump immediately into a specialized tool for 
designing shielding in part based on access to applica- 
ble regulatory information contained in the library infor- 
mation stored in the database. The user can set up 
project information for the shielding project. 
[0056] Additionally, the tool for designing shielding is 
linked to library information useful in the context of a 
shielding project, for example, information contained in 
the library stored on the database relating to similar 
projects implemented by others. That is, the user can 
access the room gallery and browse linear accelerator 
.. room information to. obtain information within the proc- 
ess of designing shielding for -a new construction 
project. This enables the user to explore a community- 
based and edited library of information, while utilizing 
the specialized shielding tool. 
[0057] Library information stored in the database can 
also be accessed for used in calculations performed by 
the specialized shielding tool comprising the linac 
shielding process for new construction, such as regula- 
tions issued by governmental agencies or other organi- 
zations which have oversight responsibility for a project 
that involves shielding. For example, the screen shown 
in Fig. 9 lists common barriers found in a radiation ther- 
apy room, such as walls and doors, as well as links to 
regulations relating to dose limits that apply to the 
design of barriers. As shown in the upper left hand por- 
tion of the screen shown in Fig. 9, regulations promul- 
gated by Taiwan can be linked to the barrier design for 
shielding in the "Linac Shielding - New Construction" 
process. 
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[0058] The screen shown in Fig. 9 accessed through 
the linac shielding process for new construction is linked 
to regulatory information contained in the library infor- 
mation stored in the database. As described above, the 
particular screen shown in Fig. 9 is linked to regulations 5 
promulgated by Taiwan. This evidences the flexibility of 
the computer aided planning tool to plan projects, such 
as radiation therapy rooms, worldwide. The regulations 
that apply to a specific project being planned by the user 
can also be selected by the user. The user can compare w 
one project design to another as a function of the appli- 
cable regulations in one part of world to another. For 
example, the applicable regulations can be regulations 
promulgated by the United States of America, instead of 
Taiwan, as shown in the radiation safety screen shown ,5 
in Fig. 10. The screen shown in Fig. 10 displays the reg- 
ulatory information with respect to radiation safety 
requirements in the United States contained in the 
library information stored in the database. The informa- 
tion contained in the library also contains information 2 o 
submitted by the community of entities which is supplied 
with the computer aided planning tool with respect to 
previous shielding designs, such as barrier walls, that 
the user can view for suggestions on how to create a 
wall for the project being planned. 2 s 
[0059] As in the case of product information stored in 
the database, library information can also be unmodifia- 
ble, display-only information or alternatively can be cus- 
tomizable information which can be imported by the 
user utilizing a file manager program to be edited for use zo 
by the user. In this regard, a new file can be created 
through a files menu. The creator of the file can then 
determine whether the file is unmodif iable, display-only 
information or customizable information. In order to des- 
ignate the file that is created as unmodifiable, display- 35 
only information, the entity that creates the file includes 
the log-in name and unique password assigned to that 
entity with the file. For example, the source of the regu- 
latory information displayed in the screen shown In. Fig. 
10 is iccntlf isd with the courcp of that information and ic 4C 
therefore unmodifiable, display-only information. By 
default, if no such log-in name or password is included, 
the information is customizable and can be imported by 
a user and modified for use. If the library information is 
designated as unmodifiable, display-only information, 45 
only the entity that created the file can access that file 
and update the information in the file. Therefore, the 
maintenance responsibility for information in the library 
that is designated unmodifiabie, display-only informa- 
tion resides with the entity that created the file. so 
[0060] The screen for the specialized shielding tool 
which comprises the linac shielding process for new 
construction is shown in Fig. 11. The shielding tool 
be utilized by the user to optimize the design of barriers 
to obtain cost savings through linkage of parameters of 55 
various materials that can be utilized for a shielding 
design project to the shielding tool for calculating mate- 
rial thicknesses for barriers, such as walls. As shown in 
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Fig. 1 1 . the shielding tool has not been enabled by the 
user to calculate shielding requirements, since the 
default is the "Calculation Off" button at the top of the 
table. The screen also illustrates that no specific vendor 
material has been selected for inclusion in the design 
for the shielding barrier being designed by the user in 
connection with the project being planned. 
[0061 ] The links to materials from vendors, for exam- 
ple, specific components of material, such as modular 
walls, or shielding designs utilizing materials provided 
by various vendors in a design created by the user, are 
linked to the shielding tool for implementing a project. In 
this regard, the shielding tool is linked to a gallery of 
materials information stored in the database and linked 
to the shielding tool. The materials, such as lead and 
concrete blocks, can be generic and vendor-specific 
materials. The materials information includes parame- 
ters of various materials, which are used by the shield- 
ing tool to calculate required thicknesses of materials 
utilized in the design of shielding for a radiation therapy 
room. The screen shown in Fig. 12 indicates selection 
of a vendor-specific concrete block material by position- 
ing the pointer on the top "Concrete (normal)" line in the 
table shown in Fig. 1 1 and scrolling utilizing the up/down 
arrows to a vendor-specific concrete block material from 
the product catalog stored in the database and clicking 
mouse 18 on that material. The selection is linked to the 
"Unac Wall Materials" gallery in the gallery of materials 
information. The user can access the vendor-specific 
information for the wall material by clicking on the 
selected material in the table shown in Fig. 12. which 
causes material information to be displayed. The infor- 
mation displayed in response to clicking on the material 
shown in the table in Fig. 12 is displayed in the screen 
shown in Fig. 13. 

[0062] The shielding tool automatically imports the 
parameters of the material selected by the user for cal- 
culating the shielding thickness requirements for the 
selected materials The calculations are initiated by the 
user selecting the "Auto" check box or. the left hand side 
of the table shown in Fig. 1 2 and also selecting the "Cal- 
culation On" button above the center of the table. In the 
example calculation illustrated by the screen shown in 
Fig. 1 2, the thickness of lead is set by the user, and the 
shielding tool calculates the thickness of the selected 
concrete block material that is needed to satisfy the 
given dosage regulations. The shielding tool utilizes 
conventional shielding computations to determine thick- 
nesses for materials and calculates thicknesses using 
the parameters of the selected material, as indicated by 
the partial product identification and density parameter 
which also appear in the screen shown in Fig. 13. 
[0063] The user can also access specific product 
information that is used in radiation therapy rooms. The 
information accessible to the user includes information 
from the materials gallery. For example, the screen 
shown in Fig. 13 is linked to the shielding tool shown in 
Figs. 11 and 12. If the user had simply browsed the 
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materials gallery tor a material for designing a barrier 
wall and selected the vendor-specific wall material dis- 
played in the screen shown in Fig. 13, the user can 
import the material parameters contained in the file for 
the material through the file manager by invoking "Insert 5 
Wall" which appears at the left central portion of the 
screen shown in Fig. 12 and thus select the vendor-spe- 
cific wall material for calculating the thickness of that 
material for the shielding project being planned. 
[0064] Also, as indicated above, the product gallery for 10 
radiation therapy rooms is accessible to the user 
through the linac shielding process for new construc- 
tion. For example, vendor-specific equipment from the 
product gallery can be accessed through the "Linac 
Shielding - New Construction" process, as shown in Fig. 15 
14. The screen shown in Fig. 14 displays product infor- 
mation with respect to vendor-specific equipment uti- 
lized in a radiation therapy room at a healthcare facility. 
Consequently, there is also a link to the company infor- 
mation gallery, as well, through the linac shielding proc- 20 
ess for new construction. 

[0065] In summary, the linac shielding process for new 
construction enables the user to plan a design based on 
community provided information, regulations, generic 
and vendor-specific materials that can be utilized, and 25 
vendor-specific products. Then, the shielding tool calcu- 
lates material thicknesses for barriers when "Auto" and 
"Calculation On" which appear in the screen shown in 
Fig. 12 are selected by the user using the parameters of 
the materials selected by the user. The user can then so 
access the company information gallery for more infor- 
mation if the shielding design for the project being 
planned is satisfactory. 

[0066] Another process selectable from the process 
screen shown in Fig. 2 is "Edit a department or room 35 
template." The user first positions the pointer on "Edit a 
department or room template" to highlight that process, 
as shown in Fig. 15 and then clicks mouse 18 to select 
that process. Selection of the department or room tem- 
plate editing prococs cu-jso-3 the computer aided plan- 40 
ning tool to access the screens linked to department 
templates. For example, the department template 
screens include templates for different departments, 
such as different templates for a radiation therapy 
department at a healthcare facility. A screen which pro- 45 
vides one exemplary department template for a radia- 
tion therapy department is shown in Fig. 16. Since this 
screen identifies the source of the displayed information 
in the upper right portion of the screen, the department 
template shown in Fig. 16 comprises unmodifiable, dis- so 
play-only information. In contrast, any department tem- 
plate which is modifiable, such as a department 
template in a file created by the user or customizable 
because the source of the information is not identified, 
can be imported by the user and modified to design a 55 
department relating to the project. 
[0067] As shown in Fig. 16, the screen lists various 
rooms included in the radiation therapy department 



included in the particular department template that 
appears in the screen. The user can position the pointer 
on an individual room identified in the list of rooms and 
click mouse 1 8 to access the screen that corresponds to 
the selected room. Therefore, the user can navigate 
among rooms of the department shown in the depart- 
ment level screen shown in Fig. 16. 
[0068] Finally, another process selectable from the 
process screen shown in Fig. 2 is "Plan a new room or 
department." The user first positions the pointer on 
"Plan a new room or department" to highlight that proc- 
ess, as shown in Fig. 1 7, and clicks mouse 18 to select 
that process. Selection of the new room or department 
planning process causes the computer aided planning 
tool to access the department planning template 
screens, such as the department planning template 
screen for a radiation therapy department shown in Fig. 
18. The templates enable the user to view the designs 
and implementations of similar projects and learn from 
the prior experience of others who have planned those 
projects. These templates enable the user to design a 
department based on gleaning an understanding of 
information displayed in screens which consist of 
unmodifiable, display-only information indicated when 
the particular template is identified with the source that 
submitted the template or by selecting a screen that dis- 
plays customizable information and importing that tem- 
plate so that the design embodied in the department 
template can be edited as needed to create a design for 
the department being planned. Therefore, the user can 
create a design or import a template if not designated 
unmodifiable, display-only information. 
[0069] The rooms which comprise the department, 
such as the radiation therapy department profiled in the 
screen shown in Fig. 18, are linked to the department 
planning template. The rooms templates linked to the 
department planning template can be selected by the 
user locating the pointer to one or more rooms listed in 
♦he department panning template and clicking mouse 
16 on -the individual rooms. One of the room planning 
templates accessible upon selection of the "Administra- 
tion Office" from the department planning template 
shown in Fig. 18 is illustrated by the room planning tem- 
plate for the "Administration Office" shown in Fig. 19. 
[0070] The department and room planning templates 
which are accessed by the "Plan a new room or depart- 
ment process" can be created by any entity which is 
supplied with the computer aided planning tool. The 
entity can create a file that becomes a department 
and/or room template and designate those/that tem- 
plate unmodifiable, display-only information by including 
the log-in name and unique password of that entity or 
customizable information by not including the entity log- 
in name and unique password. If the source of the tem- 
plate is identified, the responsibility for maintaining the 
template resides with the identified source, which is the 
only entity that has access to the information through 
log-in name and unique password to update or other- 
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wise modify the information. For example, the depart- 
ment planning and room planning templates shown in 
Figs. 18 and 19 are customizable department and room 
information which can be imported by the user and 
edited to create a design for a project being planned by 
the user. Templates can be individually or collectively 
incorporated into the project being planned by the user. 
[0071] As illustrated by the screen shown in Fig. 19. 
the room planning template can be further linked to 
product information in the products gallery. The user 
can access the products gallery to complete the proc- 
ess of planning a project by performing the task of 
implementing the components of the project, such as 
selecting the equipment, furniture, and accessories, 
such as interior decorating appointments, based on 
positioning the pointer on the products listed in the room 
planning template listed in the screen shown in Fig. 19 
and double clicking on the products. 
[0072] If department planning and/or room planning 
templates are unmodrfiable, display-only information 
identified with the entity which is the source of that infor- 
mation or vendor-specific products are linked to the 
products listed in the room planning templates for imple- 
menting components of the room, a link to the company 
information gallery exists. Therefore, the user can 
access information for contacting the identified entity or 
vendor, for example, the web and e-mail addresses, the 
telephone and facsimile transmission numbers, and 
street addresses, as well as the company profile, of the 
identified entity or vendor. 

[0073] The user can use an accessed web site 
address of a vendor, for example, to contact that vendor. 
The computer aided planning tool enables the user to 
connect to the web site of a vendor by positioning the 
pointer on the name or logo of the vendor in the screen 
which profiles that company in the company information 
gallery. For example, the vendor identified in the screen 
shown in Fig. 5 can be accessed through any product 
screen or unmodifiable display-only information 
oourced by 4 .hat vendor; and the -user can position the 
pointer on the company name or logo and connect to 
the home page at the web site of that particular com- 
pany by clicking mouse 18 from that screen. On the 
other hand, if the user positions the pointer on the com- 
pany name or logo in a screen in the products gallery 
which includes a specific product reference, for exam- 
ple, on the name of the company identified in Fig. 13. 
and clicks mouse 18, the user is connected to the rele- 
vant page at the vendor web site that contains informa- 
tion pertinent to the specific product. Therefore, the 
applicable web site page is directly accessible from the 
screen in the products gallery relating to that product, 
which obviates the need for the user to browse the web 
site of the vendor for specific product information. 
[0074] Once the user has planned the design for a 
project, including a department and room design, the 
user can utilize the computer aided planning tool to per- 
form the task of actually planning the implementation of 



the various components of the project being planned, 
for example, the selection of products for implementa- 
tion of the components incorporated into the design for 
the project. For example, the user can select a custom - 

5 izable template for a department for a healthcare facility 
and select that template as the department planning 
template for the project being planned, as illustrated in 
. the screen shown in Fig. 20. The user can then access 
the room planning template linked to that department 

10 planning template, as shown in Fig. 21. The user can 
then select products to implement the components of 
the room. In this regard, the user can browse the prod- 
ucts gallery, and browsed product information can be 
actively added to the project being planned, as indi- 

15 cated by the selection of a vendor-specific product in 
the first line, of the table which appears in the screen 
shown in Fig. 21 . In order to complete the task of imple- 
menting the components of a project being planned, as 
well as determine the cost of the project, the user may 

20 need additional information from various vendors of 
products. This task can be facilitated by two-way con- 
nectivity to the various vendors by user broadcasted e- 
mail. 

[0075] After the user has completed the task of 

25 assembling a table of vendor-specific products for 
implementing the components of a project being 
planned, the user decides what, if any, additional prod- 
uct information is needed. The user then generates Pre- 
formatted e-mail messages, for example, "I am [the user 

30 profiled under the user options]. I am requesting [check 
box(es)] about the [product from the products listed in 
the table shown in Fig. 21]." The check boxes appear in 
the lower left hand corner of the screen shown in Fig. 
21. These check boxes include "Information," "Quote," 

35 and "References." The user can also elect to add spe- 
cific comments or requests which are appended to the 
pre-formatted e-mail message, for example, "Please 
quote in Yen." The additional information sought by the 
user positioning the pointer to one or more check boxes 

■tf and dicking mouse 1 8 is than assembled into a pre-for- 
matted e-mail message to the vendor of each product 
which appears in the table in the screen shown in Fig. 
21. 

[0076] The table which appears in the screen shown 
45 in Fig. 21 is linked to the company information gallery. 
Therefore, the e-mail addresses of the vendors which 
have e-mail addresses are accessed and assembled 
into the respective pre-formatted e-mail messages. If 
the vendor does not have an e-mail address, the 
so request is e-mailed to the supplier of the computer 
aided planning tool, which in turn generates a facsimile 
transmission incorporating the request to the vendor. 
[0077] A!! of the e-mail requests that are to be broad- 
cast are routed to an e-mail queue, which is accessible 
55 from the project being planned and mailed as part of the 
process. The e-mail requests are sent through a stand- 
ard e-mail connection over the Internet. 
[0078] Each pre-formatted e-mail message also con- 
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tains "This is from [a user]. Please reply by filling in 
between the brackets with the requested information." 
The vendor then replies by entering the requested infor- 
mation between the brackets and responding to the 
user by way of an e-mail reply over the Internet. 5 
[0079] When e-mail is checked by the user, the user 
identifies pertinent e-mail which is generically titled 
"Response to Healthcare Inquiry," and the user saves 
this e-mail to the e-mail queue. Every time that the com- 
puter aided planning tool is opened, the e-mail queue is w 
checked. Replies from vendors that have been trans- 
ferred to the e-mail queue are parsed, and the addi- 
tional information that was requested by the user is 
converted to vendor responses. The information is also 
entered into the line of the table which appears in the 15 
screen shown in Fig. 21 for the particular product to 
which the additional information relates. As shown in 
the screen which appears in Fig. 21, an indication isdis- 
played whether or not the vendor has responded. 
Therefore, status reports can be generated by the user. 20 
The information listed in the table which appears in the 
screen shown in Fig. 21 is also preferable directly linked 
to a spreadsheet application program for calculating the 
cost of the project being planned. Once the table which 
appears in the screen shown in Fig. 21 is complete, an 25 
equipment list can be generated for implementing the 
components of the project being planned. In another 
embodiment, compatibility templates can be utilized to 
determine which products are compatible with other 
specific products based on the information linked to the 30 
table which appears in the screen shown in Fig. 21 . 
[0080] The computer aided planning tool in accord- 
ance with the invention provides a platform having a 
process-based structure unlike known CAD productivity 
tools or the Radiotherapy Department Toolkit. The proc- 35 
ess-based structure comprises various planning tem- 
plates linked to information stored in a relational 
database related to the task performed utilizing that par- 
ticular template. The computer aided planning tool ena- 
ft.?s user? navicate smoothly back and forth from ao 
information available in various information galleries to 
process tools utilized to design the components of the 
project. The database comprises a product catalog 
backbone and a library of additional information for tar- 
geted access. Unlike known productivity tools, the infor- as 
mation is unmodifiable or customizable by designation 
of the entity which submits that information. For exam- 
ple, product vendors can designate their information 
unmodifiable and distribute their own files of information 
to users directly. Database information can be supple- so 
mented by enabling users to connect to web sites over 
the Internet, and unlike the known prior art, a particular 
page at a web site may be accessed based on informa- 
tion selected during utilization of a particular planning 
template, rather than requiring users to browse the web 55 
site for the relevant page. Finally, automated two-way e- 
mail over the Internet is provided to facilitate the acqui- 
sition of supplemental information which is then acces- 



sible by users and can be automatically imported for 
use in the planning templates, including use in applica- 
tions programs, such as spreadsheets for calculating 
costs for the project. 

[0081] It will be understood and appreciated that the 
embodiments of the present invention described above 
are susceptible to various modifications, changes, and 
adaptations. For example, the computer aided planning 
tool in accordance with the invention can also be pro- 
vided for planning projects in the hospitality (e.g., hotel, 
restaurant, entertainment), education, retail, and serv- 
ice industry (hair salons, dentists, etc.). All is intended to 
be comprehended within the meaning and range of 
equivalents of the appended claims. 

Claims 

1 . A computer-implemented tool for planning a project 
comprising: 

means for providing at least one planning proc- 
ess tool for planning a given type of project 
comprising a plurality of planning templates, , 
each planning template for planning a compo- 
nent of the given type of project; 
means connected to the means for providing 
the planning process tool for providing a data- 
base of stored information related to the given 
type of project; 

means connected to the means for providing 
the planning process tool for displaying the 
planning templates for enabling selection of a 
planning template; 

means for selecting the planning template; 
means responsive to selection of the planning 
template for displaying at least one planning 
task for implementing the component of the 
given type of project; 
means for selecting the planning task; 
means connected to the database for enabling 
access to at least a portion of the stored infor- 
mation in the database based on the selected 
planning task, whereby the planning template 
is linked to information stored in the database 
that is related to planning the component of the 
given type of project; 

means connected to the planning template for 
selecting access to information stored in the 
database for implementing the component: and 
means responsive to information accessed 
from the database for displaying the accessed 
information. 

2. A computer-implemented planning tool comprising: 

means incorporated into a computer and exe- 
cuted by the computer to provid a knowledge- 
based tool for performing at least one planning 
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process for planning a given type of project, the 
tool comprising at least one planning template 
for planning a component of the given type of 
project; 

means connected to the computer for providing 5 
a database of stored information related to the 
given type of project, the database comprising 
a library of published information, the published 
information comprising unmodrfiable, display- 
only information and customizable information, io 
the unmodrfiable. display-only information 
being associated with an identifiable source of 
'. the published information and the customizable 
information being associated with an anony- 
mous information source; /5 
means connected to the computer for display- 
ing the planning template for enabling selection 
of the planning template; , 
means for selecting the planning template; 
means responsive to selection of the planning 20 
template for displaying at least one planning 
task for implementing the component of the 
given type of project; 

means connected to the database for enabling 
access to the library in the database based on 25 
the selected planning task, whereby the plan- 
ning template is linked to the library stored in 
the database related to planning the compo- 
nent of the given type of project; 
means connected to the planning template for 30 
selecting access to the library stored in the 
database for providing information from the 
library stored in the database relating to the 
component; and 

means responsive to information from the 35 
library accessed from the database for display- 
ing the accessed information. 

A comDuter-implemented canning too! comprising 

... 40 

means incorporated into a computer and exe- 
cuted by the computer to provide a knowledge- 
based tool for performing at least one planning 
process for planning a given type of project, the 
tool comprising at least one planning template 45 
for planning a component of the given type of 
project; 

means connected to the means for providing 
the planning process tool for providing a data- 
base of stored information related to the given so 
type of project; 

means connected to the computer for display- 
ing the planning template for enabling selection 
of the planning template ; 

means for selecting the planning template; 55 
means responsive to selection of the planning 
template for displaying at least one planning 
task for implementing the component of the 



given type of project; 
means for selecting the planning task; 
means connected to the database for enabling 
access to at least a portion of the stored infor- 
mation in the database based on the selected 
planning task, whereby the planning template 
is linked to information stored in the database 
that is related to planning the component of the 
given type of project; 

means connected to the planning template for 
selecting access to information stored in the 
database for implementing the component; and 
means responsive to information accessed 
from the database for displaying the accessed 
information. 

4. A computer-implement tool comprising : 

means incorporated into a computer and exe- 
cuted by the computer to provide a knowledge- 
based tool for a selection process for a given 
type of project for selecting a component of the 
given type of project; 

means connected to the means for providing 
the process tool for providing a database of 
stored information related to the given type of 
project; 

means responsive to selection of the process 
for displaying at least one task for implement- 
ing the component of the given type of project; 
means for selecting the task; 
means connected to the database for enabling 
access to at least a portion of the stored infor- 
mation in the database based on the selected 
task, whereby the process is linked to informa- 
tion stored in the database that is related to the 
component of the given type of project; 
means responsive to information accessed 
from the. database for displaying the accessed 
information; 

means external to the process tool and data- 
base, the external means comprising means 
for maintaining the information stored in the 
database for implementing the component; 
an Internet connection between the process 
tool and the external means; 
means connected to the process tool for send- 
ing a request for component implementing 
information to a multiple page web site of the 
external means over the Internet; and 
means connected to the external means and 
responsive to the request for accessing a par- 
ticular page of pertinent information relating to 
the component implementing information and 
communicating the pertinent information on the 
particular page of the web site to the process 
tool over the Internet. 
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A computer-implemented planning tool comprising: 

means incorporated into a computer and exe- 
cuted by the computer to provide a knowledge- 
based tool for performing at least one planning s 
. process for planning a given type of project, the 
tool comprising at least one planning template 
for planning a component of the given type of 
project; 

means connected to the means for providing 10 
the planning process tool for providing a data- 
base of stored information related to the given 
type of project; 

means connected to the computer for display- 
ing the planning template for enabling selection is 
of the planning template; 
means for selecting the planning template; 
means responsive to selection of the planning 
template for displaying at least one planning 
task for implementing the component of the 20 
given type of project; 
means for selecting the planning task; 
means connected to the database for enabling 
access to at least a portion of the stored infor- 
mation in the database based on the selected 25 
planning task whereby the planning template 
is linked to information stored in the database 
that is related to planning the component of the 
given type of project; 

means connected to the planning template for 30 
selecting access to information stored in the 
database for implementing the component; 
means responsive to information accessed 
from the database for displaying the accessed 
information; 35 
means external to the planning process tool 
and database, the external means comprising 
means for maintaining the information stored in 
the datates* fry implementing the component; 
ssn Internet connection between the planning 40 
process tool and the external means; 
means connected to the planning process tool 
for sending a request for component imple- 
menting information to a web site of the exter- 
nal means over the Internet; and 45 
means connected to the external means and 
responsive to the request for accessing a par- 
ticular page of pertinent information relating to 
the component implementing information and 
communicating the pertinent information on the so 
particular page of the web site to the process 
tool over the Internet. 

A computer-implemented tool for planning a project 
comprising: 55 

means for providing at least one planning proc- 
ess tool for planning a given type of project 



comprising at least one planning template for 
planning a component of the given type of 
project: 

means connected to the means for providing 
the planning process tool for providing a data- 
base of stored information related to the given 
type of project; 

means connected to the means for providing 
the planning process tool for displaying the 
planning template for enabling selection of the 
planning template; 

means for selecting the planning template; 
means responsive to selection of the planning 
template for displaying at least one planning 
task for implementing the component of the 
given type of project; 
means for selecting the planning task; 
means connected to the database for enabling 
access to at least a portion of the stored infor- 
mation in the database based on the selected 
planning task, whereby the planning template 
is linked to information stored in the database 
that is related to planning the component of the 
given type of project; 

means connected to the planning template for 
selecting access to information stored in the 
database for implementing the component; 
means responsive to information accessed 
from the database for displaying the accessed 
information and enabling selection of at least 
one query regarding the displayed accessed 
information; 

means for selecting the query; 

means responsive to selecting the query for 

formatting a request based on the selected 

query; 

means responsive to the request for communi- 
cating the request to means external to the 
planning process tool and database, the exter- 
nal means comprising means responsive to the 
request for processing the communicated 
request comprising at least additional informa- 
tion representative of a response to the query 
and means for communicating the response to 
the request to the planning process tool; and 
means responsive to the response to the com- 
municated request for displaying the additional 
information related to implementation of the 
component. 

7. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in one of the claims 1 to 6 wherein the database 
comprises product information, whereby the data- 
base comprises a product catalog. 

8. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in one of the claims 1 to 7 wherein the given type of 
project comprises a facility comprising rooms and 
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the planning template comprises means for config- 
uring at least one room design. 

9. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 

in claim 8 wherein the database comprises product s 
information, whereby the database comprises a 
product catalog, and wherein the component conv 
prises an item selected from among the group of 
items consisting of equipment, furniture, and acces- 
sories. 10 

10. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in claim 9 wherein the facility is a healthcare facility 
and wherein the equipment comprises* medical 
equipment. 15 



11. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in one of the claims 1 to 10 wherein the database 
comprises a library of published information, the 
published information comprising unmodifiable, dis- 
play-only information and customizable information, 
the unmodifiable, display-only information being 
associated with an identifiable source of the pub- 
lished information and the customizable information 
being associated with an anonymous information 
source and wherein the means connected to the 
database for enabling access to at least a portion of 
the stored information in the database based on the 
selected planning task enables access to the library 
in the database based on the selected planning 
task, whereby the planning template is linked to the 
library stored in the database related to planning 
the component of the given type of project, and fur- 
ther comprising: 

means connected to the planning template for 
selecting access to the library stored in the 
database for providing information from the 
library stored in the database relating tn the 

ccrrspcnoot; anc* 

means responsive to information from the 
library accessed from the database for display- 
ing the accessed information. 
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12. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined. 45 
in claim 1 1 , further comprising means connected to 
the means responsive to information from the 
library accessed from the database for displaying 
the accessed information for importing only cus- 
tomizable information from the accessed library so 
information for editing and saving in an edited file. 

13. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in claim 1 1 wherein the unmodifiable, display-only 
information corresponds to library information sub- 55 
mitted by the identifiable source together with a 
password assigned to the identifiable source and 
the unmodifiable, display-only information is main- 



tained by the identifiable source. 

14. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in claim 1 3, further comprising an Internet connec- 
tion between the planning process tod and the 
identifiable and anonymous sources, and wherein 
library information is accessible from the identifia- 
ble and anonymous sources by the planning proc- 
ess tool over the Internet. 

15. A computer- implemented^ planning tool as defined 
in one of the claims 1 to 14, further comprising 
means for calculating a quantity of the implement- 
ing component. 

1 6. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in one of the claims 1 to 15, further comprising 
means for calculating a cost for the quantity of the 
implementing component. 

17. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in one of the claims 1 to 11. further comprising 
means for calculating a quantity of the implement- 
ing component. 

18. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in claim 3, further comprising means external to the 
planning process tool and database and an Internet 
connection between the planning process tool and 
the external means, the external means comprising 
means for maintaining the information stored in the 
database for implementing the component and sub- 
mitting the maintenance information over the Inter- 
net together with a password assigned to the 
external means. 

1 9. A computer-implemented tool as defined in claim 4 
or 5, further comprising means connected to the 
external means for maintaining the pertinent infor- 
mation relating to the component implementing 
information. 

20. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in claim 6 wherein the means responsive to infor- 
mation accessed from the database for displaying 
the accessed information and enabling selection of 
at least one query regarding the displayed 
accessed information comprises means for ena- 
bling selection of a query selected from among the 
group of queries consisting of information and quo- 
tation and the means responsive to electing the 
query for formatting a request basc^o on the 
selected query comprises means for assembling an 
e-mail message comprising the selected query and 
header data containing one of the e-mail address 
corresponding to the external means and a supplier 
of the planning process tool and a return e-mail 
address corresponding to the address of the plan- 
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ning process tool and the means responsive to the 
request for communicating the request to means 
external to the planning process tool and database 
comprises means connectable to the Internet for 
transmitting the e-mail message to one of the exter- 5 
nal means and the supplier of the planning process 
tool. 

21. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 

in claim 20 wherein the means responsive to infor- 10 
mation accessed from the database for displaying 
the accessed information and enabling selection of 
at least one query regarding the displayed 
accessed information comprises displaying a 
respective check box for enabling selection of a is 
query selected from among the group of queries 
consisting of information and quotation and wherein 
information is requested as a default for failure of 
selection of a check box. 

20 

22. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in claim 20 wherein the e-mail address of the 
request corresponds to the external means and the 
request is transmitted to the external means and 
wherein the means responsive to the request for 25 
processing the communicated request comprising 

at least additional information representative of a 
response to the query comprises means for assem- 
bling an e-mail message comprising the additional 
information and the return e-mail address corre- 30 
sponding to the address of the planning process 
tool and the means for communicating the 
response to the request to the planning process 
tool comprises means connectable to the Internet 
for transmitting the e-mail message response to the 35 
planning process tool. 

23. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in claim 22. further comprising: 

40 

means connected to the planning process tool 
responsive to the additional information for 
storing the additional information in an e-mail 
queue and wherein the means connected to 
the planning template for selecting access to 45 
information stored in the database for imple- 
menting the component also enables access to 
the additional information stored in the e-mail 
queue for implementing the component and the 
means responsive to information accessed so 
from the database for displaying the accessed 
information also is responsive to the additional 
information accessed from tiie e-mail queue for 
displaying the accessed additional information. 

55 

24. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in claim 20 wherein the e-mail address of the 
request corresponds to the supplier of the planning 
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process tool and the request is transmitted to the 
supplier, and further comprising means at the 
address of the supplier for responding to the 
request by converting the message to a facsimile 
transmission and sending the facsimile transmis- 
sion to means for receiving a facsimile transmission 
at a telephone number corresponding to the exter- 
nal means. 

25. A computer-implemented planning tool as defined 
in claim 6, further comprising means connected to 
the planning process tool for enabling incorporation 
of additional customizable information into the 
query for communication to the external means. 
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